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ABSTRACT 



The idea of an American "paideia” (an ideal national public 
culture) is implicit in U.S. civic education and citizenship training. The 
role of schools in producing a particular type of character capable of 
sustaining the democratic regime has long been recognized and democratic 
principles have long guided civic education policy. This paper elaborates the 
arguments and meanings expressed through the literature on multiculturalism 
and argues that multiculturalism advocates a specific conception of an ideal 
national public culture. Two specific claims about multiculturalism are 
advanced. First, multiculturalism is a unique contemporary expression of a 
historical idea known as cultural pluralism. Second, the literature in 
multiculturalism contains both a unified vision of U.S. political culture and 
a variety of diverse theories concerning the specific political and 
philosophical principles to be used in constructing an ideal national 
political culture. The questions presented for citizenship training that 
derive from the debate about multiculturalism involve how a national public 
culture can be constructed from the diverse cultures in U.S. society and 
whether the U.S. "paideia” envisioned by multiculturalism is a desirable 
model for civic education. Includes 121 references. (LB) 
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The idea of an American paide ia — an ideal national public culture — is implicit in American 
civic education and citizenship training. The role of schools in producing a particular type of 
character capable of sustaining the democratic regime has long been recognized 1 and democratic 
principles have long guided civic education policy. 2 The construction of an American paideia 
through civic education, however, involves much more than general beliefs in democratic 
principles; it involves ongoing and ever-present analyses of who we are, what we want, and what 
we aspire to be as a nation and as a people. Particular conceptions of the ideal national public 
culture for which citizens are to be produced are therefore prevalent in public discussions about 
American education policy and significantly inform the past, present, and future meanings of 
national political identity. 

One conception of the American paideia that is advanced through discussions of education 
policy is contained in arguments for a core curriculum. Core curriculum arguments generally hold 
that a common cultural base consisting of a specific set of language, knowledge, customs, myths, 
values, and beliefs is essential to citizenship training. A common national culture and heritage is a 
given for advocates of the core curriculum, and a primary task of liberal education is to explore 
the specific texts and teachings of Western civilization that contain unifying truths about virtue 
and the good life. 3 A second conception of the American paideia is advanced through 
multiculturalism. Multiculturalism generally holds that an ideal national public culture has formed 



‘See LeSourd, Sandra J., "Integrating Pluralist Values for Reconstructing Society," Social 
Education vol. 55, no. 1, (January 1991), pp. 52 - 54; Esquith, Stephen L., "Political Theory and 
Political Education," Political Theory vol. 20, (1992), p. 248. 

2 The United States Supreme Court, for example, has at various times set forth the roles of 
education to include preparing children for adult citizenship, Wisconsin v. Yoder . 406 U. S. 205 
(1972); awakening the child to cultural values. Brown v. Board of Education . 347 U. S. 483 
(1954); and educating students to the responsibilities and values of democratic society, Ambach v. 
Norwick 441 U. S. 68 (1978). 

3 See Bloom, Allan, Closing of the American Mind . New York: Simon & Schuster, 1987); 
Hirsch. E. D., Cultural Literacy; What Every American Needs to Know . (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1987); Kimball, Roger, Tenured Radicals: How Politics Has Corrupted Our Higher 
Education . (New York. Harper & Row; 1990); D’ Souza, Dinesh, Illiberal Education: The Politics 
of Race and Sex on Campus. (New Yorfc'JFree Press, 1991). : -- 
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and continues to be formed by the interaction of diverse cultures in American society and argues 

that education policy should respect and reflect the cultural differences that comprise American 

social and political life. While critics of multiculturalism argue that it promotes separatism and 

division in American society and contains no real conception of a common national culture, 4 the 

literature of multiculturalism presents a view of the American paideia that stands in stark contrast 

to core curriculum and assimilationist models. As Peter Erickson writes: 

Rather than reject the ideal of a common culture, multiculturalism advocates a 
different, more complicated route by which to achieve it. . . . For the 
multiculturalist critic, a common culture is not a given; it has to be created anew by 
engaging the cultural differences that are part of American life. 5 

In this paper, I elaborate the arguments and meanings expressed through the literature on 
multiculturalism and argue that multiculturalism advocates a specific conception of an ideal 
national public culture. Two specific claims about multiculturalism are advanced. First, 
multiculturalism is a unique contemporary expression of an historical idea known as cultural 
pluralism. Evident in American political discourse since the nation’s founding, cultural pluralism 
gained unique expression in the second half of the twentieth century through multiculturalism. 6 



4 Well-known syndicated columnist and conservative news commentator George Will, for 
example, refers to multiculturalism as the "Balkanization of the life of the mind," and former 
President George Bush in an address at the University of Michigan appealed to students to "fight 
back against the boring politics of division and derision" expressed through multiculturalism. See 
Will, George F., "Commencement at Duke," The American Scholar. Autumn 1991, vol. 60, no. 4; 
reprinted in Cozic, Charles P., (ed.), Education in America: Opposing Viewpoints . (San Diego: 
Greenhaven Press, Inc., 1992), pp. 269 - 274. Bush, George, University of Michigan speech, 

May 4, 1991; quoted in Gless, Danyl and Barbara Hermstein Smith (eds.), The Politics of liberal 
Education. (Durham: Duke University Press, 1992), p. 15. 

5 Erickson, Peter, "Rather Than Reject a Common Culture, Multiculturalism Advocates a 
More Complicated Route by Which to Achieve It," Chronicle of Higher Education . June 26, 

1991, vol. 37, no. 41, p. B2. 

6 In this chapter, I limit analysis of multiculturalism to its contemporary expression in 
United States academic and political discussion and specifically focus on multiculturalism as it is 
expressed in debates over education policy. The debate about multiculturalism, however, is 
neither new in political theory nor unique to the United States. As Michael Peters writes, the 
debate 



